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How would you introduce this text?

· The story concerns with Lev who is a middle-aged immigrant and widowed. He leaves Auror, a village in an unspecified eastern European country, when the sawmill closes. He travels to London to find work so he can make money that he can send home to his mother, his 5-year-old daughter, and his best friend.
· Authenticity of the characterisation - Lev is an interesting main character - the reader follows his journey in England to make a new life for himself, especially his search for work but there is also his personal journey as he has lost his wife to cancer and tries to move on to a new relationship with a woman he meets in London, Sophie.
· A very current novel - migration is a very topical issue that students find interesting and engaging. London society is portrayed from the viewpoint of an outsider and Tremain explores what it is like to be an economic migrant from those working in kebab shops to more middle class professions such as a musician or translator. 


What would you consider to be the main ideas or issues that animate the text?

· Immigration - ideas about identity - notion of home
· Journey - physical and metaphorical 
· Portrayal of English society - outsiders/alienation - notion of belonging
· Loss and separation
· Importance of dreams - hopes
· Portrayal of women
· Relationship between past and present
· Love - family, friends, romantic, sexual


What literary features (e.g. style, structure, use of genre) make this text distinctive, and how are they used to convey ideas or create effects?

· Significance of the chapter titles
· Use of motifs and symbols -food, cigarettes, poinsettia, tattoos, vodka, Elgar etc.
· Use of dialogue - often gives us an insight into character - Rudi and his swearing, Christy and his Irish expressions, improving english from Lev over the course of the novel etc. (initially deliberate language errors to remind us that Lev is not speaking in his native tongue)
· Narrative perspective - we experience London from the point of view of an immigrant
· Use of memory/flashback - allows us to better understand Lev’s past and give us an insight into his character
· Character pairs and parallels - Christy and Lev - Marina and Sophie - Lev and Lydia - Christy and Rudi etc. When juxtaposed, one illuminates the other.


Are there any contextual elements that seem particularly important to this text (e.g. socio-historical, literary, artistic, scientific)

· Migration - history of migration to England - current political arguments for and against immigration. 
· Tremain as a writer -  historical novelist who approaches her subjects "from unexpected angles, concentrating her attention on unglamorous outsiders." (interview  with The Guardian 2003). She has written about a dozen novels, set in different eras and places: Restoration England, present-day Paris, Denmark in the late Renaissance, New Zealand during the mid-19th-century gold rush, a Suffolk farm community in the 1950s. Each book has an entirely distinct voice, tone and subject.


Any other remarks about the text 

· The reader's response to the rape of Sophie - explicit sex scene - from the rapist’s perspective so it’s not referred to as rape. Some students felt totally revulsed by Lev at this point and by the fact that as it is from his perspective, there is no condemnation by Tremain.
· Stereotyping women - a lot of female characters - not fully rounded - madonna or whore!!
· Very plot and character driven novel - difficult to find enough literary merit to inspire a very high level literary response.

